Alerts for policy makers
This eighth issue of Food Security marks the end of its second year of publication. Over the 2 years, several themes have become apparent and these are presented in the following article, "Alerts for policy makers". Here, some of the papers dealing with each theme are summarized in one or two sentences, which, it is hoped, will prove useful to policy makers. The themes and the number of papers illustrating each of them in parentheses are: Measurement of Food Insecurity (3), Agricultural Research and Sustainability (4), Physical Environment Issues (6), Biological Environment Issues (2), Crop Health (8), Nutrition and Human Health (7) Food Safety (2) and Socio-Political Issues (15). Of course, a number of papers fit into more than one category and one could argue that Crop Health should come under Agricultural Research and Sustainability or Biological Environment Issues. However, it seems to me that the health of our crops has traditionally been neglected relative to its importance for, if a farmer is unable to obtain a reasonable yield from his crops because they are diseased, it is axiomatic that there will be less food to go round. I have therefore separated out those papers in which plant health is the dominant characteristic.
Reviews of staple crops
During the next few issues of the journal, the aim is to publish review papers on the 14 staple crops on which humanity depends. I currently have authors for 12 of these but lack contributors for millets and sweet potato so should be glad to hear from anyone who would like to review these crops for Food Security. However, it is a pleasure to announce that the first paper in the series is about yams by Robert Asiedu of IITA. As he points out, yams are not only a major source of food for millions of people in tropical and sub-tropical regions, particularly West and Central Africa, but also a major source of income and an integral part of socio-cultural life.
Original papers
The involvement of farmers in the selection of maize varieties (participatory variety selection-PVS) and community-based seed production (CBSP) has had remarkable results in terms of increased yield and food security in Nepal. Thakur Tiwari and associates show that the average increase was about 50% and the benefits were spread across all classes and castes but were particularly beneficial to those in the lower categories in terms of increasing the number of months in the year for which they were food secure.
Participation of farmers was also key to the success of Farmer Field Schools in Uganda. Here, as demonstrated in the paper by Modesto Olanya and associates, farmers not only took part in field experiments with potato but gained access to resistant cultivars, learnt disease management techniques and other agronomic practices which greatly improved pest control, particularly that of late blight. These together gave rise to marked increases in the yield of potatoes.
The next two papers concern fish. In the first, Nozomi Kawarazuka and Christophe Béné point out three pathways by which small scale fisheries and fish farming may contribute to food security. Firstly, as fish are rich in vitamin A, calcium, iron and zinc, their consumption has the potential to improve nutrition. Secondly, those fish that are not consumed can provide a source of income to households involved with fisheries and aquaculture which may be spent on other foods. Finally, in some cultures, aquaculture can advance the economic status of women as they are allowed to undertake such activities as fish processing and trading. Moreover, as women tend to have a greater concern for children in these cultures, aquaculture can be a means by which children's nutrition can be improved.
Kehar Singh and Madan Dey show that there was an 11 fold difference in income between the lowest and the highest quartile of fish farmers in the South Tripura district of Tripura, India during [2004] [2005] and that the yield of fish per unit area was only about half of that attainable. They suggest from their decomposition analysis of income sources that increasing fish yields could have an important role to play in reducing poverty but that this would have little effect on income inequality. Income inequality could be ameliorated by increasing the income share from government jobs for the two lower income quartiles.
Alphonse Singbo and Alfons Lansink found inefficiencies in lowland farming in Benin and these were largely attributable to scale, allocative and output inefficiency. An integrated rice-vegetable system of farming rather than farming these crops separately reduced these inefficiencies. The paper therefore advocates this system in West Africa lowlands in order to increase food security.
Osiel Gonzalez reports that, owing to the sharp increase in cereal prices during 2006-2008, robberies of trains carrying maize in Mexico increased, particularly in the poorer areas. Here, people who were net buyers of maize were badly affected. In contrast, those in rural areas who produced more maize than required for home consumption did benefit from the higher prices they were able to obtain.
Farming is always a risky business as it relies for its success on many factors some of which are difficult to control and one of which is totally outside the control of the farmer-the weather. Nearly 40% of the Earth's surface is classified as drylands and these are home to around 1.2 billion people. They are particularly at risk to drought. Index-based insurance has been proposed for managing this risk and the experience and potential role of such insurance is reviewed by Peter Hazell and Ulrich Hess. They argue that appropriate index-based insurance could make important contributions in promoting agricultural growth and catalysing sustainable safety nets.
Conference report
Ensuring Urban Food Security in ASEAN: Summary of the Findings of the Food Security Expert Group Meeting held in Singapore 4-5 August, 2010.
This important conference started out from the premise of UN-HABITAT, the UN agency for human settlement, that the 21st century will be one of urbanisation. Sections of the report include ones on The Role of Urban and PeriUrban Agriculture (UPA), The 'Rubanisation' Concept, Role of the Private Sector, ASEAN (Association of Southeast Asian Nations) Integrated Food Security Management Information System, and Program and Policy Recommendations. Rubanisation is an interesting concept that is neither rural nor urban but both. The urban area, as reported, would be relatively self-contained within a circle of one kilometre diameter and surrounded by the rural area of farms with various crop plantations further away. Every "Ruban" settlement would be relatively energy autonomous and use renewable technologies.
Book reviews
This issue contains two book reviews. Import Safety: Regulatory Governance in the Global Economy edited by Cary Coglianese, Adam M. Finkel, and David Zaring concerns the protection of consumers from unsafe imported goods and is reviewed by Larry Busch. The Plundered Planet by Paul Collier sets out an ethical approach to managing the earth's resources so that assets passed on to future generations are at least equivalent to those of the present. As the reviewer, Ian Gillespie, says the "message is clear and cannot too often be repeated: nature + regulation + technology = prosperity. Take away regulation from the equation and the result is plunder. Take away technology and the consequence is hunger." The reviewer concludes with the directive, "Read this book"!
